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Japan’s defeat in August 1945 marks a watershed in the world history and a turning point for 
the Asian people. But, so far as Indian historiography of prewar-Japan is concerned, it does not indicate 
any defi nitive break. Actually, the Indian interest in Japan, with a century-old history stretching back to 
colonial period, is of a very complex nature. Though India did not directly face Japanese aggression, it 
suffered on account of British exploitation and colonization. As a result, Indian assessment of Japanese 
imperialism and colonialism is even harsher than that of the British. At the same time, Japan’s victory 
over Russia and the daring fi ght against the West had generated a sense of pride and kinship among the 
contemporary Indians, many of whom turned to Japan for India’s liberation. To top it all, there is the 
eternal Buddhist connection pervading both academic and non-academic forums of India-Japan rela-
tions. Hence, while analyzing Japan, the Indians often tend to oscillate between these two juxtaposed 
situations. 
Despite these inherent complexities, the Indian thinking on Japan has today articulated partly 
because of Japan’s increasing international recognition, and partly due to the systematic and sustained 
efforts of the Area Study scholars working on Japan. As a result, the Indian studies of Japan have come 
out of its infancy and attained maturity as evidenced by a wide range of publications, both general and 
academic, covering almost every aspect of Japan, ranging from its history, politics, economics, culture, 
international relations, technology and management. However, despite this diversifi ed interest, there 
are some common concerns and approaches that bind much of the research together. The same is true 
with the historiography of prewar Japan. To show the extent of continuity, or of change, in the Indian 
analysis of pre-1945 Japan, I have selected a few works delving into certain specifi c issues and themes 
which unite the authors both from the prewar and postwar periods. In case of India, the periodization 
corresponds to colonial and post-colonial periods.  
A. COLONIAL PERIOD WRITINGS
The early writings were by the people who, impressed by a fellow Asian country’s swift rise, 
travelled to Japan to learn the secrets of its modernization. By the early decades of the 20th century, sev-
eral enterprising entrepreneurs, educated men and offi cials from several parts of India had visited Japan. 
28Sushila Narsimhan.indd   275 2011/02/23   16:50:47
Sushila NARSIMHAN
276
Despite serious language barriers, they were able to acquire considerable understanding of country’s 
history, and culture and pen down their observations in form of commentaries, reports, travelogues, 
and information books. These writings assume signifi cance because at that time there were hardly any 
Japan-related reading materials available in India. The areas that held maximum appeal were Japan’s 
modernizing activities, particularly its educational system. They admired the strength of Japanese na-
tionalism and saw it as a key to Japan’s development into a strong economic power. At the same time, 
there were some who expressed reservations about excessive nationalism which was pushing Japan 
towards imperialism. Postwar academic studies in many ways have treaded upon this earlier path.
 
Japan’s Educational System
Some of the earliest accounts were by M. Visvesvaraya (1861–1962) and Syed Ross Masood 
(1889–1937), both of whom were commissioned by their respective State governments to go to Japan 
to study the country’s developmental experiences and their viability in the Indian context. Visvesvaraya 
was an engineer who had worked in government service in Poona and then moved to the Princely State 
of Mysore in 1909 where he rose to the position of Diwan, or Chief Minister. He visited Japan twice in 
1898 and 1919 and made a detailed survey of Japan’s educational system and industrial development. 
On return to India, he compiled his reports which were published much later, as part of some of his 
larger works, namely Reconstructing India (1920), and Memoirs of My Working Life (1951). The other 
visitor Syed Ross Masood was an educationist from the Princely State of Hyderabad. Upon hearing the 
accounts from Visvesvaraya, Masood went in 1922 to study Japan’s educational system and published 
his report under the title Japan and Its Educational System (1923).1 
Thus, the writings of Visvesvaraya and Masood make the fi rst serious studies of Japan and 
became useful guidelines for reforms in their respective States. Visvesvaraya’s Reconstructing India 
gives an account of his experiences in Japan. The book praises the Japanese for their receptivity to 
new ideas and their zeal for education which clearly refl ected in the Preamble to the Education Code 
(1872): “There shall be no community with an illiterate family, nor a family with an illiterate person.” 
Visvesvaraya was particularly struck by the emphasis on vocational education that geared to the practi-
cal needs of the people at all levels. The principal need for a country was to increase production and 
improve people’s living standard, provide education for all, and train the people so that their capacity for 
initiative and enterprise would be raised. He contrasted the situation with India where the educational 
facilities were restricted only to a small section of population. The purpose of the British was primarily 
to train loyal servants of the empire and only secondarily to enlighten the masses.2 Visvesvaraya discov-
1　During the colonial period, the Indians were neither free to undertake overseas travels nor free to pursue the study of 
those countries whose interests clashed with Great Britain. It was possible for Visvesvaraya and Masood to go to Japan 
because they belonged to the Princely States which were relatively free from the British control.
2　M. Visvesvaraya, Memoirs of My Working Life (Bangalore, 1951); cited in P. A. Narasimha Murthy, India and Japan: 
Dimensions of their Relations: Historical and Political (New Delhi: ABC Pub., 1986), pp. 24–25.
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ered in Japan a working model and was convinced that with education and planned economic develop-
ment, India could also rise to Japan’s level. Recognizing the role of education in Japan’s economic and 
industrial development, he said, “Industries and trade do not grow of themselves, but have to be planned 
and systematically developed.”3 
Syed Ross Masood’s book Japan and its Educational System, written in a very lucid style and 
simple English, gives an account of Japan’s educational development from the Tokugawa period on-
wards. Complimenting the Japanese people for their education-culture, Masood says that the importance 
of children’s education was recognized even by the Tokugawa warrior rulers who despite their seclu-
sion policy encouraged the study of Western science. However, according to Masood, more important 
than the government’s efforts is people’s zeal for education. He attributes Japan’s ability to achieve an 
advanced level of literacy to the combined efforts of the government and the people which resulted in 
the establishment of a vast network of schools, colleges and universities. He contrasted the situation 
with India where educational facilities were within the reach of a very few. The British had opened 
universities only in a few cities, namely Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay. However, much fault lay with 
the Indian people themselves. Admiring Japanese people’s thirst for knowledge, Masood makes some 
thought provoking contrasts between Indian and Japanese attitudes. While in Japan, the Europe-returned 
educated men strive to disseminate the knowledge and dispel the ignorance of the masses, it is just the 
opposite in India. “Those of us who had the good fortune of receiving European education not only held 
ourselves aloof from old-fashioned people but also despised them as ignorant beings unworthy of any 
notice.”4 What struck Masood was that the Japanese, despite their ignorance of European languages, 
had not only read some of the world’s greatest books, e.g., Samuel Smile’s Self Help, John Stuart Mill’s 
On Liberty, Thomas More’s Utopia, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Social Contract, etc., but also brought 
them within the reach of their countrymen through translations. The other translations included works 
of Romain Rolland, Leo Tolstoy, and some success stories, such as Aesop’s Fables, The Arabian Nights, 
Pilgrim’s Progress, Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, and Harriet Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. These 
books enabled Japan to produce a receptive citizenry and create an atmosphere conducive to modern-
izing activities. He lamented the fact that in India, despite our familiarity with the English language, we 
made no effort to translate any works and bring the European knowledge and science within the reach 
of our people.5 Masood hailed the efforts of Meirokusha and Fukuzawa Yukichi, whom he refers to as 
one of the world’s greatest educationist comparable to India’s Syed Ahmed Khan, for undertaking the 
translations of these works. Both recognized that education is the basis of all progress, but while the 
educational activities initiated by Fukuzawa and his Keiō Gijuku are fl ourishing, Masood felt pained to 
admit that the Aligarh Muslim University founded by Syed Ahmed Khan had taken a downward trend 
3　M. Visvesvaraya, Reconstructing India (London: P. S. King & Sons Ltd., 1920), pp. 133–4.
4　Syed Ross Masood, Japan and Its Educational System (Hyderabad: Government Central Press, 1923), p. 83.
5　Ibid., p. 185.
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owing to communal squabbles and petty politics.6 But, while Masood was lavish in praising the Japanese 
for their educational efforts, he expressed serious reservations about their intellectual capabilities. He 
said, “So far as intellectual attainments are concerned, the Indians are certainly superior to them. All 
that we lack are facilities for the proper development and training of what may be called our national 
genius,”7 and slammed the British for depriving the Indians of education. 
The admiration for Japan’s educational system continued even after Japan’s switch to authori-
tarianism in the 1930s. A work by Lallubhai Samaldas, an industrialist-statesman from Bombay, en-
titled My Impressions of Japan (1933) throws light on a wide range of aspects including education, 
nationalism, industrial and agricultural development. Taking note of the all-pervasive ultra-nationalism, 
Samaldas attributed it to Japan’s educational system aimed at instilling racial and cultural pride among 
the students. “Education in Japan is geared not for the development of individual talent but to serve the 
needs of the State and produce a patriotic and loyal citizenry.”8 Admiring Japanese people’s zeal for 
education, he said, “In Japan, there exists six years’ compulsory education, whereas in India, there exists 
none. The British provide compulsory education in their own country, but they have denied the same 
to their colonial subjects.” Samaldas recalled the year 1911 when Gopal Krishna Gokhale (1866–1915) 
had moved the Compulsory Primary Education Bill in the Legislative Assembly, but the British opposed 
it because they feared that by educating the Indian masses, their actions would come under scrutiny 
and their authority to rule the country would be questioned and challenged.9 The illiteracy rate was in 
fact higher in British provinces than the Princely States in India like Cochin, Travancore, Mysore, and 
Baroda. Japan had progressed not only because of the mass-based educational system but also because 
of the vocational schools, which besides grooming the youth in various skills had made them self-reliant 
and hard-working citizens. Samaldas however felt disappointed to note that though Japan had modern-
ized along Western lines, the women had very limited access to advanced education. Their education, he 
noted, was still geared to producing “good wives and wise mothers” (ryōsai kenbo). There was nothing 
like purdah, and yet, Samaldas found a purdah-like situation because the Japanese women were rarely 
seen in social gatherings. He hoped that both the State and the public would open avenues for girls’ 
higher education. Higher education would give social freedom to women and encourage them to come 
out of their houses. Their presence would not only make the men folk better social beings but also mel-
low the ultra-nationalism which is pervading the Japanese society.10  
Japanese Nationalism
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industrious nature. Both were seen crucial to Japan’s rise as a world power. Syed Ross Masood in his 
work praised Japanese people’s patriotism and loyalty to their country and saw it as “the rock-founda-
tion on which the entire fabric of Japan has been reared.”11 In his opinion, Japan has been able to keep 
its citizenry united mainly because the education is imparted only through Japanese language. “It is the 
love for their country’s tradition that the Japanese, despite their adoption of many aspects of Western 
civilization, continue to stick to their own language.” Taking note of the role of education as a tool for 
mass mobilization, Masood strongly felt that education in India should also be imparted in vernacular 
languages. This would facilitate Indian people’s mass participation in their fi ght for freedom. Thus, 
much of Visvesvaraya and Masood’s understanding of Japan was coloured by the prevailing conditions 
and needs of their own country. 
However, following Japan’s military action in Manchuria in 1931, the nationalistic fervour of 
its people came under critical scrutiny. Lallubhai Samaldas was in Japan at a time when the Impe-
rial government, dominated by militarists, had withdrawn from the League of the Nations and also 
the Washington Treaty System. But Samaldas did not outright criticize Japanese nationalism. He said, 
“Japan is nationalist fi rst, nationalist second and nationalist last.” 12 That country has an ambition not 
merely to be in line with the industrially advanced nations but to go ahead of them. Samaldas however 
decried the ultra-nationalism, which he feared would turn into militant nationalism and lead the nation 
to its ultimate wreck and ruin.13 
The most notable and virulent attack on Japanese nationalism was made by Rabindranath Tagore 
(1861–1941), a Nobel Laureate whose writings on Japan comprise of a travelogue, essays, lectures and 
a few letters written between 1915 and 1938.14 His Japan Jatri (Visit to Japan, 1919),15 written in ver-
nacular language (Bengali), portrays Japan as a perfect blend between East and West, and between tra-
dition and modernity. And, while the author admired Japanese people’s patriotic zeal and diligence, he 
slammed the excessive kind of patriotism. The excessive kind of patriotism,” Tagore wrote, “is destruc-
tive because it advances itself at the expense of another.” Tagore praised Japanese strength for showing 
hope to Asia through its victories, but he felt sad at the sight of war materials displayed in Yūshūkan 
Museum (in the precincts of the Yasukuni shrine) commemorating Japan’s victories over China (1895) 
and Russia (1905). Men have to do many cruel and hateful things in the name of necessity, but why do 
they preserve memorials of their barbaric acts! He found similar kind of arrogance in Delhi’s Qutub 
Minar built by Qutabuddin Aibak commemorating his victory. Tagore had all praises for Taj Mahal, a 
monument built for love and not for celebrating glory.16 
11　Ibid., pp. 4–5.
12　Lallubhai Samaldas, My Impressions of Japan (Bombay: D. B. Taraporevala Sons & Co., 1933), p. 12.
13　Ibid., p. 40.
14　The full text of Tagore’s lectures delivered in Osaka, Tokyo, and Keio universities in Japan are compiled in Sisir 
Kumar Das, ed., The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore  (New Delhi: Sahitya Academy, 2002), 2 vols.
15　Rabindranath Tagore, Japan Jatri [A Visit to Japan], tr. Shakuntala Rao Sastri (New York: East West Institute, 1961).
16　Ibid., pp. 85–86.
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Tagore had visited Japan many a times between 1915 and 1929, but, with every visit, his percep-
tions of Japan underwent radical changes. As a result, one fi nds many contradictions between his early 
and later writings. Tagore’s early understanding of Japan was based on his interaction with a Japanese 
art historian Okakura Tenshin (1862–1913) who was in India in 1901–02 and stayed with the Tagore 
family at Shantiniketan, Bengal. The two often discussed about Asia’s spiritual and cultural unity and 
that made a great impact on the sensitive mind of poet-intellectual Tagore. But, when he visited Japan in 
1916, he discovered a yawning gap between the real Japan and his mental picture.     
Tagore’s disillusionment and alienation with Japan is clear in his later writings, specially the 
rounds of public letters that he exchanged with a Japanese poet Noguchi Yonejirō (1875–1947).17 After 
the Japanese seizure of Manchuria (1931), and eruption of a full-scale war with China (1937), the In-
dian opinion had grown wary of Japan. The Japanese rhetoric of ‘Asia for the Asians,’ where Japan was 
seeking to foist its own brand of control and with Taiwan, Korea, and Manchuria under Japanese rule, 
failed to convince the educated Indians. Tagore reacted by closing down the Japan-related centre in his 
institute (Vishwa Bharati at Shantiniketan). He felt betrayed that his message of Asian unity would be 
distorted this way and expressed his remorse and sorrow to see Japan going along the imperialistic lines 
of the West. In his letter to Noguchi, he wrote that the Indian nationalism could not come to terms with 
imperialism, whether it was European or Asian (Japanese). Tagore saw Japanese militarism as illustrat-
ing the way nationalism could mislead even a nation of great achievements and promise.18
  
B. POST-cOLONIAL WRITINGS 
The beginning of Area Studies in post-independent India facilitated an organized and systematic 
study of Japan. Specialized studies of Japan received further impetus following the Indo-Japan Cultural 
Agreement (1956), which enabled Japan-researchers to go to Japan for language-study, fi eld work, and 
collection of research materials. Unlike the postwar American scholarship where the predominant focus 
was on Japanese imperialism and aggression, the research trends in India were to a great extent infl u-
enced by the domestic needs and foreign policy concerns of the government of independent India. Since 
India was in the process of rebuilding itself, there was a general curiosity towards Japan’s educational 
system and Japanese nationalism, seen earlier as keys to Japan’s emergence into a modern nation-state 
and an international economic power. 
Japan’s Educational System and Nationalism 
The earliest to work on Japan was P. A. Narsimhan Murthy. An economist by training, Murthy’s 
doctoral research was on Japan’s agricultural reforms and the lessons for India. But his popular works 
17　The Tagore-Noguchi exchange of letters was published in Amrita Bazaar Patrika (September 3, 1938; October 30, 
1938; and January 10, 1939); also in Vishwa Bharati Quarterly (November 1938).
18　The letter is dated 27 October, 1938; Sisir Kumar Das, ed., The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore  (New Delhi: 
Sahitya Academy, 2002), pp. 834–35.
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include The Rise of Modern Nationalism in Japan (1973) and India and Japan: Dimensions of Their 
Relations (3 volumes, 1986–1993). Murthy’s The Rise of Modern Nationalism in Japan is a continuation 
of a thought process seen during the prewar period.19  In this book, Murthy attributes the rise of Japa-
nese nationalism to various changes brought about by Meiji-government’s drive towards modernization, 
political unifi cation, and establishment of a centralized government. Even while seeing nationalism as 
a post-Meiji phenomenon, Murthy contends that Japanese nationalism has manifested itself in various 
ways since the beginning of the country’s history, and the people have felt a sense of national identity as 
evident in the theory of Emperor’s divine descent, usage of terms like shinkoku (divine country), kokutai 
(literally ‘national polity’) or seeing the nation like a human body with Emperor as the head—a concept 
which became the basis for kazoku-kokka (family state). 
Murthy’s focus is on the role of education which he sees not only as the key instrument of Ja-
pan’s progress and strength, but also as a tool for mass mobilization and for fostering and promoting 
nationalism. The contents and objective of education were geared towards the changing needs of the 
nation. In the early Meiji era, the content of the education was determined by the goal of ‘rich country 
and strong army’ (fukoku kyōhei) and for creating a productive and knowledgeable citizenry for effi cient 
service in the army, factories, and fi elds. Education was not an individual’s right and a privilege, but 
a duty of individual citizens towards the State. The purpose of education was to create a diligent class 
of engineers, fi nanciers, and managers fi lled with the spirit of initiative and entrepreneurship enabling 
Japan to compete with the industrially and commercially advanced countries of the West. 
During the fi rst two decades of Meiji period, the emphasis was on the search for opportunities 
and individual advancement and the question of focusing the loyalties of the people on the Emperor 
and the State was secondary. But, from 1880s onwards, particularly after the rise of Jiyūminken undō 
(Popular Rights movement), the educational system was overhauled in order to reverse the tide of ‘lib-
eralism’ and individualism’ and eliminate scope for political opposition. This led to the promulgation 
of the Imperial Rescript of Education (Kyōiku chokugo, 1890) imbued with elements from Western, 
Confucian, and Shinto thought. Accordingly, the Chokugo, heavily suffused with the ideology of kokutai 
and kazoku-kokka, called upon the citizens to practice fi lial piety toward the Emperor and one’s parents. 
The Chokugo, which became the basis for nationalist indoctrination, was not a religious document, and 
yet, it was held in greater awe and respect than the Quran by the followers of Islam and the Bible by the 
Christians. It was assigned a prominent place in every school together with the portraits of the Emperor 
and the Empress. Maruyama Masao referred to it as a ‘nonreligious religion’ which exerted enormous 
impact on the Japanese mind. Centralized and subject to the control of the State, education served as a 
powerful engine for the generation and sustenance of nationalism. And, in the hands of the militarists of 
19　P. A. Narasimha Murthy, The Rise of Modern Nationalism in Japan: A Historical Study of the Role of Education in the 
Making of Modern Japan (New Delhi: Asha Janak Publications, 1973).
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the 1930s, it turned out to be the most potent instrument for spreading a militant brand of nationalism.20
Japan and Asia
An issue that weighed heavily on Indian minds was Japanese aggression in China. But, for a long 
time, research on the subject was avoided because of political sensitivities involved.
21
  The fi rst study 
on prewar Japan’s relations with China appeared in 1999 with the publication of Sushila Narsimhan’s 
Japanese Perceptions of China in the 19th century: Infl uence of Fukuzawa Yukichi (New Delhi: Phoenix 
Publishing House). Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835-1901) was a leading educator, reformer and an infl uential 
opinion builder of the nineteenth century. While he is revered in Japan as a liberal reformer on account 
of his contribution in the social and cultural modernization,22 his views on Asia project him as an abso-
lute imperialist. His advocacy of ‘Datsu-A ron’ (Leave Asia) is considered to be a prelude to the Sino-
Japanese war (1894–95) and which pushed Japan towards a course that culminated in Japan’s alienation 
with Asia. Although the two countries established their diplomatic relations in 1972, their troublesome 
past has left a legacy of bitterness that still pervades Chinese ambivalence towards cooperation with 
Japan. In fact, the Chinese have made the issue of history the governing principle of their relations with 
Japan—as indicated in an oft-repeated phrase: “Taking history as a mirror and looking to the future” 
(Caiqu lishi zuowei jingzi, zhan wang weilai). 
Tracking the two countries’ uneasy relationship, Sushila Narsimhan’s study locates the answer 
in their 19th century relationship marred with certain deep-rooted complexes, misapprehensions and mis-
conceptions about each other.  The 19th century was the period when most of the Asian countries includ-
ing Japan and China had fallen prey to Western imperialism. And yet Japan, instead of casting solidarity 
with the aggrieved Chinese brethren, chose the path of Western aggressors. Taking Fukuzawa Yukichi 
as the representative thinker and an infl uential opinion-builder of the period, the work examines how 
Japanese views of China changed from admiration to contempt during his lifetime. Narsimhan contends 
that the fundamental problem that affl icts their relationship is of perception gap. 
Through an analysis of Fukuzawa Yukichi’s writings and activities, the book highlights the in-
fl uence of Fukuzawa in the formation of Japanese attitudes towards China. An educator and an enlight-
ened-reformer, Fukuzawa Yukichi did not hold any government position and yet his views were sought 
after by the powerful echelons and the decision-makers within the government. Fukuzawa’s life and 
thought have been studied extensively by scholars like Maruyama Masao, Carmen Blacker and Albert 
20　 Ibid., pp. 453–54.
21　These sensitivities had arisen due to (i) prewar Indo-Japanese collaborations involving the activities of a large 
number of Indian revolutionaries and Subhash Chandra Bose, (ii) Japan’s tense relations with China, and (iii) India’s own 
unfortunate border war with China (1962).
22　Carmen Blacker was the fi rst foreigner to study Fukuzawa Yukichi but the focus of her study is on Fukuzawa’s 
enlightenment activities. Fukuzawa’s views on Asia became known to the English-speaking world mainly after the 
publication of Kimitada Miwa’s article on “Fukuzawa Yukichi’s ‘Departure from Asia’: A prelude to the Sino-Japanese 
War of 1894–95” in Edmund Skrzypezak (ed.) Japan's Modern Century (Tokyo: Sophia University, 1968).
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Craig. And yet, Fukuzawa remains an enigma. There exist very different images of Fukuzawa rang-
ing from a champion of liberal ideas or an enlightener-reformer (keimōka) to an absolute imperialist. 
Narsimhan’s work deals with Fukuzawa Yukichi’s views on China and projects an altogether different 
picture of Fukuzawa, completely out of tune with his image as an enlightener-reformer. The study is 
important because it fi lls many gaps in the existing scholarship on Fukuzawa. 
The argument of the book is as follows. Informed Japanese were obsessed with China. But the 
victory of Manchus and the arrival of Rangaku led to a downgrading of China’s centrality, but above 
all, it was China’s failure to resist the West from the Opium War (1839–42) onwards that turned the 
country into a negative example. Under the impact of the value system of the West, the Japanese ac-
cepted the idea that the world is jungle. This led to grading countries based on their national power and 
attainment of civilization. When Japan appropriated Western industrial technology, judicial institutions, 
constitutional theory, and culture, it also imbibed Western imperialism. Instead of turning their resent-
ment of the West into solidarity with Asia, the Japanese discovered that they could win the respect of 
the West by treating the Asians as the Westerners were doing and turning a blind eye to their sufferings. 
Social Darwinism taught that nation had to conquer or be conquered. Seeing China and India, Fukuzawa 
urged Japan to ‘Leave Asia’ (datsu-Asia) to escape from being conquered. While Fukuzawa Yukichi is 
depicted as the main thinker who tried to infl uence the Japanese images and perceptions, vignettes of 
other thinkers are also given. And, Narsimhan shows that it wasn’t Fukuzawa alone, but even those who 
expressed liberal views eventually turned imperialist pushing Japan to choose a path that alienated it 
from Asia. The book provides a deep insight into the vagaries of the prevailing international diplomacy, 
and shows how the perceptions linked to the notions of national identity play a decisive role in interna-
tional relations.
Another prominent work on prewar Japan’s views on Asia is Brij Tankha’s Kita Ikki and the 
Making of Modern Japan: A Vision of Empire (Delhi: University of Delhi Press, 2006), which in many 
ways forms a sequel to Narsimhan’s work. The book, based on Tankha’s doctoral research, examines 
the relationship between nationalism and socialism through the ideas of an ultranationalist Kita Ikki 
(1884–1937). Japan’s rise to international fame in the early twentieth century gave rise to several vari-
ants of Japanese ultra-nationalism. While some ultranationalists rejected all Western infl uences in Japan, 
others wished to integrate Western technologies and practices with Japanese ideas and institutions. Kita 
Ikki became the chief spokesperson for ultranationalist revolutionaries in Japan in the 1910s, 1920s, 
and 1930s.
Historians argue about what Kita’s political stance was. Taken at face value, he appears to have 
created a hybrid of fascism, state socialism, agrarianism and militarism. Although his writings call for 
Japan to liberate Asia, he also calls for Japan to embark on overseas expansion due to increasing popula-
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tion pressures. Kita Ikki is often described as an embodiment of prewar ultranationalist ideology.23 Ac-
cording to Tankha, Kita was more a socialist-nationalist than an ultranationalist. Kita justifi ed Japanese 
imperialism on socialist grounds: “Britain, astride the whole world, is like a very rich man, and Russia is 
landlord of half the northern world. Doesn’t Japan, which is like a property-less person in international 
society, confi ned to these small islands, have the right to go to war to overthrow their domination in the 
name of justice?”24 As the fi rst modern nation in Asia, Japan carried the responsibility to liberate other 
Asian nations as well as to ensure the livelihood of its own people. Kita called upon Japan to seize Man-
churia not only to protect China from Russian machinations, but also as a place to settle poor peasants 
from the home islands. Kita thus justifi ed Japanese imperialism which, according to him, was both a 
destiny and a necessity.
Tankha’s work also examines (i) the relationship between Japan and China during the Chinese 
Revolution of 1911, (ii) the linkages between Japanese nationalism and Chinese revolutionary ideas, and 
(iii) the interrelationship between the two Asian countries during the period of imperialist domination. 
When the Chinese Revolution erupted, Kita was the fi rst to cross over to China to assist in the overthrow 
of the Ch’ing dynasty but returned to Japan in 1919. For Kita, a close collaboration between Japan and 
a revolutionary China was a matter of great importance which would affect the future development of 
Japan. Kita wanted Japan to abandon the policy of following the European powers and strengthen its 
links with China. He also envisaged a plan whereby Japan as leader of Asia should go to a war with 
Euro-American imperialism in order to effectuate ‘Asia for the Asians.’ 
The book also provides a full translation of Nihon Kaizō Hōan Taikō [Fundamental Principles 
for the Reorganization of Japan]. This tract, written against the backdrop of the Russian Revolution and 
Japan’s rice riots, enables the readers to know how the early-20th century Japanese intellectuals were 
reacting to the challenges of imperialism. 
Japan and India’s Freedom Movement
The postwar period also saw the appearance of works on Japan’s role in India’s independence. 
For Indians, as for many Asians, Japan was a source of encouragement for aspirations for freedom from 
colonial rule. Japan’s victory over a gigantic European power Russia in 1905 had infused hopes into 
Asian nationalist movements. Japanese patriotic societies and individuals had for many years protected 
revolutionary exiles from many parts of Asia, including India. There are two prominent works, namely 
T. R. Sareen’s Indian Revolutionaries, Japan and British Imperialism (New Delhi: Anmol Publications 
Pvt, 1992) and Japan and the Indian National Army (Mounto Publishing House, 1996). While the fi rst 
23　George Wilson depicts Kita as a radical nationalist and a person who rebelled against the conservative and authoritarian 
Meiji regime, preaching radical political and social changes. See, George Wilson, Radical Nationalist in Japan: Kita Ikki, 
1883–1937 (Harvard University Press, 1969).
24　Brij Tankha, Kita Ikki and the Making of Modern Japan: A Vision of Empire (Delhi: University of Delhi Press, 2006), 
p. 282.
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provides insights into the collaboration between Indian revolutionaries and Japan’s radical Pan-Asian 
groups; the second examines the strategic framework of Subhas Chandra Bose’s actions for the libera-
tion of India and how his ideas about international collaboration for the overthrow of British imperialism 
took shape despite the constraints and limitations imposed by the existing framework of the national 
movement as conceived by Mahatma Gandhi and the restrictions imposed by the colonial rulers. It may 
be mentioned here that while both Gandhi and Nehru were against Bose’s use of violence against the 
British, they did not doubt Bose’s patriotism. Bose and his INA had fought the British valiantly for In-
dia’s freedom, that their allies were Japanese was incidental. 
Conclusion
Even though the postwar Japan has changed in many ways, its prewar history continues to evoke 
great interest among the Indian scholars. While the writings of pre-independent India were motivated 
by Indian leaders’ admiration for Japan’s successful modernizing activities, the post-independent Indian 
studies of Japan were dictated either by the domestic needs and foreign policy concerns of the govern-
ment or motivated by the residual concerns of the prewar and wartime periods. And yet, when taken 
collectively, one fi nds some specifi c representative concerns which bind all the authors together.
All these writings provide valuable insights into how Japan strove to become a strong nation, 
nationally and internationally. If the pre-independent Indian studies of Japan were in its infancy, it is cur-
rently in a state of adolescence. Information technology has a great impact on research materials. More 
than forty percent of specialists are using online materials. While the Japanese Studies have matured as 
indicated by a large number of academic publications, it is diffi cult to point to the direction that current 
research is taking. There is also uncertainty about the role of Japan as an object of research in the larger 
academic world of the humanities and social sciences.
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